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The life cycles of research projects that are funded by the Leopold Center are similar. Grant money is awarded to fund the project, researchers proceed with implementing groundwork for the study such as setting up replicated sites 
and planting crops; then comes data collection, entry and analysis. The lead project 
investigator writes a final report about the findings and submits it to the Leopold 
Center for sign-off of the completed project. 
Project outcomes go beyond the final report. Often, results show that research should 
be continued on a larger scale. Other times, researchers produce materials that farmers, 
policymakers, and food industry workers can turn to for help.
Recently, project investigators have created resource guides, brochures, and even held 
a field day to share outcomes from their grant projects.
Cover crops
Assistant professor in the Department of Agronomy at Iowa State University Fernando 
Miguez completed two related grant projects focusing on cover crops. He supervised 
graduate students Andrea Basche, Gabrielle Roesch-McNally, and Rebecca Clay, who 
interviewed Iowa farmers about their attitudes and usage of cover crops. 
The ISU Extension and Outreach publication Iowa Cover Crop Resource Guide was 
written based on their findings. The publication contains eight pages of detailed answers 
for popular questions such as “How do cover crops impact corn yield?” and “How does a 
cover crop affect your bottom line?”
The publication can be downloaded from the ISU Extension Store for free:
https://store.extension.iastate.edu/Product/Iowa-Cover-Crop-Resource-Guide
Information about the project, “Predicting long-term cover crop impacts on soil 
quality using a cropping systems model,” can be found at the ISU Digital Repository: 
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_grantreports/504/
Information for Miguez’s current grant, “Covering the Ground: A transformative 
approach to scientific learning for greater cover crop adoption in Iowa” appears on the 
Leopold Center Current Grants page. A project summary will be available soon.
http://www.leopold.iastate.edu/covering-ground-transformative-approach-
scientific-learning-greater-cover-crop-adoption-iowa-e2014
Soil health
Robb De Haan, professor of environmental studies at Dordt College, led a five-year 
grant project, “Performance of cropping systems designed to reduce nitrate leaching 
into shallow municipal well aquifers.”  The research took place at Sioux Center, where 
the community receives more than 50 percent of its drinking water from wells that are 
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Summaries of five recently completed research projects are now available from the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State University. The projects were funded by the Leopold Center’s long-running Competitive Grants Program.
Management and performance of Iowa cover crops (E2014-02): This project is a 
continuation of a study on the long-term impact that a cereal rye cover crop has on cash 
crop yields. Led by Iowa Learning Farms (ILF), the project monitored 12 sites across the 
state on private farms in corn-soybean rotations. The farmer partners established and 
maintained replicated areas in their crop fields with and without cover crops. They have 
found that the rye cover crop does not reduce yield for corn and soybeans, and in some 
cases, even improved soybean yields. The project originally began in 2008 in conjunction 
with ILF, the State Soil Conservation Committee, and Practical Farmers of Iowa.
A smartphone-based device for measuring soil organic matter (E2014-11): Iowa 
State University (ISU) Electrical and Computer Engineering assistant professor Meng Lu 
was searching for a simpler way to analyze soil organic matter (SOM) in-field and one 
that could be used easily by producers. He developed a spectral analyzer application for a 
smartphone to collect light reflections from the soil as an indicator of SOM.  Lu found that 
the measurements were inconclusive and further development is needed for processing soil 
samples prior to taking the spectral measurements.
Increasing the capacity of a local food hub to service the public school market 
(M2014-09): ISU Extension and Outreach regional program coordinator Teresa 
Wiemerslage studied whether K-12 schools would be viable food markets for Iowa farmers. 
She worked with Northeast Iowa Food and Fitness Initiative and the Iowa Food Hub to 
find the best ways schools could order, receive, and process fresh or frozen food from a 
regional food hub. Results showed that by partnering with a food hub, school purchases of 
local food grew significantly and schools can become valued customers for farmers.
Budgeting for organic dairying (XP2015-05): ISU Extension and Outreach dairy 
specialist Larry Tranel created Excel spreadsheet budgets for nine different systems of 
organic dairy production, such as: “no grain feeding, 6,000 lb. rolling herd average (RHA); 
feeding pasture, hay, corn, silage corn, 12,000 lb. RHA; and pasture, hay, corn silage, corn, 
15,000 lb. RHA, for example. The budget spreadsheets and user guide can be found on 
the ISU Extension and Outreach website: http://www.extension.iastate.edu/dairyteam/
content/iowa-dairy-budgets
Watershed Stories: Grassroots efforts in Iowa’s Raccoon River Watershed 
(PSP2015-01): This special project was funded through the Leopold Center’s Policy 
Initiative. Led by ISU sociology professor Betty Wells, and Angie Carter at Augustana 
College, Rock Island, Ill., the pair used Photovoice, a technique to create dialogue through 
photography. They met with women landowners in the Raccoon River Watershed and six 
agreed to share their perspectives of the watershed through their personal photographs. 
The goal is to begin dialogue about the importance of land and water where we live using 
the medium of photography to start the conversation. Their photos debuted at a reception 
in Perry in June and will be on display at other Iowa events over the next year. 
Each of these research grant projects is summarized in a final report that explains what 
researchers have learned.  These reports, as well as all previous project reports, are available 
for free through the Iowa State University Digital Repository: http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/
leopold/.
 
Coping with the end of America’s abundance
Always humans run up against nature’s limits.
                                                      — Donald Worster, p. 49
TOWARD A SUSTAINABLE
In his recently published book, Shrinking the Earth, Donald Worster provides us with one of his most important insights yet regarding our moment on planet Earth. Worster is an 
environmental historian and professor emeritus at the University 
of Kansas.
In this detailed historical review, he shares insights not often 
offered by historians, namely a comprehensive analysis of how we 
got to our moment in history, and the significant transformation 
we must now confront. His observations are particularly relevant 
to those interested in the future of our food and agriculture 
enterprises. To more fully understand this important story, I 
recommend reading his book.
At the heart of Worster’s message is the fact that the surprising 
discovery of the western hemisphere by Christopher Columbus 
in 1492 changed our relationship to nature.  Worster states that 
Columbus’s venture was driven by a desire to “release” Europe 
from its “struggles” against ecological limits to wealth creation. 
He expected his venture would achieve that goal by creating trade 
with “glittering empires of the East, China and India.” However, 
he accidentally “came upon a far greater and more fundamental 
kind of wealth” in the discovery of a “second Earth” (the western 
hemisphere). Other western explorers followed, eventually leading 
to the euphoria of seemingly unlimited new world abundance. 
Over the next hundred years, the riches of land, water, soil, 
animals, and favorable climates fueled an “industrial revolution” 
which fostered a culture that assumed the availability of unlimited 
natural resources. (p. 14) 
However, as Worster points out, given our high consumption 
lifestyle, we have now reached a point of “limits” that call into 
question the prospect of unlimited growth. One of the initial 
publications to question this culture was The Limits to Growth 
(1972) by Dennis and Donella Meadows. This report was often 
dismissed or castigated by proponents of unlimited economic 
growth. (pp. 137–188) 
As we proceed through the 21st century, these limits are 
increasingly becoming undeniable, so now we are faced with the 
question: Is there a “third Earth” that could once again rescue 
us from the “decline of abundance” so that our culture —which 
believes that only unlimited economic growth can sustain a thriving 
economy and quality of life—can be sustained? The answer, of 
course, is “no.”
Worster reminds us that since there is no third Earth, we 
must come to terms with the fact that a thriving future is still 
possible, but without destroying nature’s gifts. At the heart of this 
transformation is an alternative relationship with nature: one that 
acknowledges the “wealth of nature” and relates to it in a way that 
regenerates that wealth while in the process of using it.
This wealth already was recognized by Aldo Leopold in his 
assertion that we are not the “conquerors” of life on Earth but 
rather “plain members and citizens.” This awareness led him to 
the conclusion that instead of continuing to exploit the gifts of 
nature, we need to restore its health, and that “land health” meant 
“enhancing the land’s capacity for self-renewal.” Such a regenerative 
focus is increasingly being recognized as the core of any sustainable 
agriculture.
For those who are still pessimistic about the possibility of such 
a cultural transformation, I recommend reading John Thackara’s 
new book, How to Thrive in the Next Economy. Based on his travels 
around the world, he discovered that this cultural transformation 
is already taking place. He found people who are collaborating 
to determine how to relate to nature in their own “bioregions” 
in a way that regenerates life in their communities. Growth in 
such bioregions is no longer seen as unlimited economic growth, 
but rather as “regenerating life on Earth.” This is our necessary 
future culture, one that will enable us to “thrive” and have a more 
enduring quality of life.
References: 
Worster, Donald, 2016. Shrinking the Earth: The Rise and Decline of 
American Abundance. New York: Oxford University Press.
Thackara, John, 2015. How to Thrive in the Next Economy: Designing 
Tomorrow’s World Today. New York: Thames & Hudson.
4 LEOPOLD LETTER  • VOL. 28  NO. 4 • WINTER 2016 LEOPOLD LETTER  • VOL. 28  NO. 4 • WINTER 2016 5
Long-time friend of LCSA retires
Iowa State University animal science professor Jim Russell officially retired in early November, but he will remain a familiar face at the Leopold Center. He stepped down from his teaching and research duties after serving on the ISU 
faculty since 1979. 
Leopold Center Director Mark Rasmussen has known Russell for some time and 
credits Jim for encouraging him to apply for the director position.
“Jim has been a very dedicated researcher, teacher and student mentor,” says 
Rasmussen. “His expertise in the grazing and forage area will be greatly missed.” 
Russell has been working with the Leopold Center since its beginning in 1987. 
He received a research grant, “Optimal efficiency in the use of Iowa’s energy, soil, 
and feed resources for beef production,” in 1988, the first year the Center awarded 
competitive grants. Since that first project, Russell has conducted 14 more studies 
with Leopold Center funding, including one awarded this year where he serves as a 
co-investigator.
In 1988, the Center’s first director Dennis Keeney created seven interdisciplinary 
“Issue Teams.” Each team was comprised of researchers, farmers, and conservationists 
working together to 
explore new farming 
techniques. Russell led 
the Animal Management 
Issue Team from 1988–
2004, which focused on 
year-round forage systems 
for beef cattle.
Russell earned his 
bachelor’s, master’s and 
Ph.D. degrees from the 
University of Wisconsin. 
Since becoming a faculty 
member at ISU, he has 
served as an adviser to 
more than 20 graduate 
students.
Jim Russell inspects the cordoned areas set up for his mob grazing 
research conducted through grants from the Leopold Center.
Distinguished Fellow travels the U.S. 
for sustainable agriculture
Fred Kirschenmann has been racking up frequent flyer miles. The Leopoold Center’s Distinguished Fellow spoke at various events across the country this fall,  talking about the outlook for resilient farming and how 
important sustainable methods are now and will be in the future.
His recent schedule:
• Oct. 7–8, Montana:  “The Future of Food” panel member at the Alternative 
Energy Resources Organization annual conference in Kalispell.
• Oct. 10–16, Montana: One of eight mentors at a young leaders’ conference 
in Mountain Sky. The group of 20 millennial-generation leaders met with the 
mentors who are reaching the end of their careers. Together, they engaged in 
conversations about career paths and how to make a difference in the world 
through food and agriculture.
• Oct. 17–18, Texas: Presenter at the Esca Bona conference in Austin, 
sponsored by New Hope Network. Numerous leaders in many careers were 
featured, including food and agriculture. He spoke of his farming experience 
and also had a conversation with a baker using flour ground from the organic 
wheat grown on Fred’s North Dakota farm.
• Oct. 22, Wisconsin: Addressed the leadership of the Michael Fields Institute 
in East Troy. He spoke on the future of agriculture and how the Institute’s new 
farm could be designed to function in a regenerative manner. 
• Oct. 25, New York: Spoke with 30 medical students at Columbia University 
on the “food is medicine” concept and how healthcare professionals can 
address problems by practicing the successful techniques of Dr. Daphne Miller 
and the Johns Hopkins School of Public Health.
• Oct. 28–30, Montana: Opening keynote on the future of local foods in the 
United States at the Governor’s Local Food Summit in Bozeman, a gathering of 
over 200 local food leaders.
• Nov. 16, Illinois: 2016 Food Tank Summit at the University of Chicago. 
Served as keynote speaker for the “Farming for the Future” portion.
Research proposals 
submitted for 2017
Full proposals for research, demonstra-
tion and education projects set to start in 
2017 were due to the Leopold Center on 
Oct. 31. There were 29 total proposals 
submitted in the four Initiatives:
• Ecology = 10;
• Policy = 2;
• Marketing and Food Systems = 8;
• Cross-Cutting = 9.
The full proposals were reviewed by 
Center staff, advisory board members, 
and external peer reviewers. The Advisory 
Board discussed the merits of each proposal 
at their Dec. 9 board meeting. Proposal 
funding decisions are made in mid-Decem-
ber; and notifications to the investigators, 
as well as the public, will be announced in 
January. 
2016 Annual Report available
The 2016 Leopold Center annual report is now available in 
print and online. The report for the fiscal year, July 1, 2015 
through June 30, 2016, contains messages from Director 
Rasmussen, Advisory Board chair Erin Irish, and its editor, 
Mary Adams. 
Other items of note in the report include a recap of events 
and advancements at the Center, updates on LCSA-supported 
programs, grants awarded in each of the Initiatives during 
this time, as well as updates on continuing grant projects. 
Contact the Center to request a printed copy (email: 
leocenter@iastate.edu), or view the PDF file of the 
publication on our website: www.leopold.iastate.edu.
Former director
DeWitt earns award
Former Leopold Center director 
Jerry DeWitt (left) is awarded the 
2016 Career Achievement Award 
from Roland McReynolds, executive 
director of the Carolina Farm 
Stewardship Association (CFSA), 
at their Sustainable Agriculture 
Conference in Durham, North 
Carolina, this fall.
DeWitt moved to North Carolina 
after his retirement from the 
Leopold Center in 2010. He has 
been active there, serving as 
CFSA board president as well 
as other leadership positions 
within the organization. He is also 
involved with Slow Money NC, an 
organization that provides low-
interest loans for entrepreneurs. 
The Presidential Initiative for Interdisciplinary Research (PIIR) in Data Driven Science Internal Funding 
A little study on ‘big data’
Iowa State University faculty member Priyanka Jayashankar is part of a research project underway through the 
Presidential Initiative for Interdisciplinary 
Research (PIIR).  An adjunct assistant 
professor, Jayashankar is in a shared 
position with the Leopold Center and the 
College of Business, since fall 2013.  
She is part of a 19-member team 
studying Data Driven Discovery for 
Agricultural Innovation (D3AI). Led by 
Carolyn Lawrence-Dill, associate professor 
of genetics, development and cell biology, 
it is one of four PIIR projects on campus 
that focus on data science or “big data” 
which, according the ISU President Steven 
Leath, “impacts every field, from business 
to engineering to the natural, physical and 
social sciences.” 
“Our research discusses farmers’ 
perceptions of big data technology from 
the diffusion of innovation theory,” says 
Jayashankar. The team will take into 
account the ethical, legal, societal, and 
environmental implications of collecting 
and using big data in the agriculture 
industry.  Jayashankar is working with ISU 
collaborators Sree Nilakanta (business), 
Samantha Cross (business), and J. Arbuckle 
(sociology), as well as Westley Johnston at 
Georgia State University.
The team received an internal seed grant 
for conducting quantitative and qualitative 
studies of farmers. Jayashankar says that, 
“Mark Rasmussen, Asheesh Singh in the 
agronomy department, J. Arbuckle, and 
Carolyn Lawrence Dill have been extremely 
helpful in suggesting suitable data 
collection strategies.”
What is “big data”?
The research team defines big data 
for this project as large volumes of 
information used by farmers, companies, 
and government agencies to make 
better decisions on crop management, 
and predictions on nutrient and crop 
availability. 
A farmer would typically upload data 
from ground, then equipment sensors 
and the agriculture technology provider 
(ATP) analyze the data and provide 
customized solutions so the farmer can 
make suitable agronomic and economic 
decisions. Examples include services that 
guide farmers on how much seed to use in 
different areas of their land and tracking 
levels of nitrogen in the field.
Farmer survey
To learn more about the attitudes of 
farmers towards the usage of big data, 
Jayashankar and her teammates crafted 
a survey to be sent to Iowa farmers in 
December. The survey questions pertain to 
data usage, economic value and ownership 
of the data, and if farmers believe that 
their data is at risk. There also is a set of 
questions regarding the impact that big data 
has on sustainable farming.
 “Big data technology can have a 
tremendous impact on agriculture 
management practices, especially with 
respect to yield, profitability and sustainable 
ag practices,” says Jayashankar. “However, 
it is important for policymakers to factor 
in the ethical and societal implications of 
using big data technology.”
“Innovation research originated at Iowa 
State, and to be part of its continuation in 
yet another pioneering area, namely big 
data, is exciting,” states collaborator Sree 
Nilakanta. “Precision and digital agriculture 
can revolutionize food production and has 
immense impact on humans.” 
Collaborator Samantha Cross adds, 
“As my first venture into interdisciplinary 
research, I am excited that we are 
incorporating an innovative, consumer-
oriented, mixed method approach to 
understanding the impact and perceptions 
of big data technology from the point of 
view of the farmers, who are often the key 
‘consumers’ in the business-to-business ag 
industry.” 
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game management. It is still considered a classic today. He also 
established the Gila Wilderness Area in 1924, the first in the U.S.
One particular experience during his tenure in the Southwest 
was to have a profound effect on his thinking in later years. At that 
time all farmers and game managers believed that predators should 
be eliminated. Leopold was no exception. One day while working 
in the mountains he and his co-workers spotted a wolf and her 
pups playing nearby. They opened fire and downed the mother 
wolf and wounded one pup. Leopold wrote 30 years later in 
“Think ing Like a Mountain” that he “reached the old wolf in time 
to watch a fierce green fire dying in her eyes.” Leopold says that to 
the hunter the wolf is “a challenge of fang against bullet. Yet behind 
these obvious and immediate hopes and fears there lies a deeper 
meaning, known only to the mountain itself. Only the mountain 
has lived long enough to listen objec tively to the howl of a wolf.”
Leopold went on to talk about the horrible decimation uncon-
trolled deer herds inflicted on the mountains once predators were 
elimi nated. “So also,” wrote Leopold, “with cows. The cowman 
who cleans his range of wolves does not realize that he is taking 
over the wolf’s job of trimming the herd to fit the range. He has not 
learned to think like a mountain. Hence we have dust bowls, and 
rivers washing the future into the sea.”
After a stint as assistant director of the U.S. Forest Products 
Labora tory in Madison, Leopold worked for three years on a 
game survey of the Midwest. His original field notes on Iowa 
were recently uncovered in the move to our new State Histori cal 
Building.
During this time Leopold also worked with Jay “Ding” Darling, 
the nationally known Des Moines Register cartoonist and conser-
vationist, to help him establish Iowa’s Fish and Game Commission.  
It later became our Conser vation Commission and is now part of 
our Department of Natural Resources. This was one of the first such 
commissions in the U.S., and along with the 25-year conserva tion 
plan that Darling and Leopold wrote, it became a model for the rest 
of the nation.
In 1933, after teaching part-time, Leopold became the first 
Professor of Wildlife Management in the U.S. at the University 
of Wisconsin (UW). A student there who worked closely with 
Leopold, Paul Errington, was soon picked to become the first 
director of Ding Darling’s newly established Cooperative Wildlife 
Research Unit at ISU. As a result of the collaboration between these 
three Iowans, dozens of wildlife research units were even tually 
established at universities through out the U.S.
From 1933 until he died in 1948 while fighting a grass fire 
on his neighbor’s farm, Aldo Leopold continued to teach and do 
research at UW.  One of his most popular courses was on farm 
wildlife management, and he worked with numerous farmers in the 
central Wisconsin region to establish and preserve wildlife habitat.
During the 15 years he spent at UW he and his family bought 
and began restoration of a run-down, sandy farm along the 
Wisconsin River. Out of this experience came a series of essays 
that culminated in the publication after his death of A Sand County 
Almanac. What is written in that small book by an Iowa native has 
influenced me more than anything else I’ve read on conser vation 
and was the source from which came the Leopold Center for Sus-
tainable Agriculture. The ideas Leopold espoused are also the 
source of much discom fort over the Center today.
In the preface to A Sand County Almanac Leopold says “conser-
vation is getting nowhere because it is incompatible with our 
By Paul W. Johnson
Originally published in the Des Moines Register, May 1988
Last year our state legislature passed what is now known nationally as The 1987 Iowa Groundwater Protection Act.  It has become a model that offi cials from such diverse 
interests as the Environmental Protection Agency and the 
American Farm Bureau have praised.  
The uniqueness of our Act lies in its calling upon all Iowans 
to develop a conservation ethic through a host of programs in 
research, education and demonstration.
One of the most controversial parts of the legislation established 
the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture at Iowa State 
University (ISU). From my first suggestion that we establish such 
a center, people have ex pressed 
discomfort. Administrators at ISU 
suggested that we call it something 
else, colleagues in the House of 
Representatives questioned the 
wisdom of putting it at ISU, and 
certain powerful senators asked 
that it be dropped from the Act 
altogether. In a rare display on the 
House floor, environmentalists 
debated each other on an 
amendment to call it The Rachel 
Carson Center. The 25th anniver-
sary of her book, Silent Spring, was 
in 1987 and some felt it was 
ap propriate to name the new center 
at ISU after her.
The lobbyists for the Iowa Chemical and Fertilizer Dealers 
Association were fit to be tied. Just before the debate on the bill 
they contacted their membership and told them that we were 
starting an organic farming center with taxes on their products. 
A few days later we were met by 400 angry dealers in the Capitol 
rotunda.
One year later, the Association had not given up. Their number 
one request for changes in the 1987 Act was to add three chemical 
industry members to the 13-person Leopold Center board. The 
Board now consists of persons from our three universities, private 
col leges, the Department of Agriculture and Land Steward ship, the 
Department of Natural Resources, and farmers.
Why all the controversy? To a certain extent we asked for it. 
We could have called it the Center for Excellence in Ground water, 
we could have packed the board with every interest group from 
DuPont to the Sierra Club and we could have given it to ISU and 
let them develop its mission.
We didn’t. We called it instead The Leopold Center for 
Sustainable Agriculture and we structured it the way we did 
because we actually wanted to make people feel uncomfortable. 
We wanted the Center to stir our consciences.
Who was Leopold and why does the name evoke such emotions?  Aldo Leopold was born in Burlington, Iowa, in 1887. His youngest brother, Frederic, still 
lives there, and the Leopold Desk Company, that his grandfather 
and father developed, is still operating.
Leopold’s formative years were spent hunting and hiking along 
the Mississippi bottomlands and bluffs near Burlington. In later 
years he wrote about these experiences in an essay called “Goose 
Music.” In it he described a boy who could not remain an atheist 
when he “saw that there were a hundred-odd species of warblers, 
each bedecked like the rainbow, and each performing yearly sundry 
thousands of miles of migration about which scien tists wrote wisely 
but did not understand.”
Leopold completed his formal education at Yale Forestry School 
and took his first job with the U.S. Forest Service in the Apache 
National Forest in the Arizona Territory in 1909.
During Leopold’s years in the Southwest he wrote frequently 
about overgrazing and the need to balance our agriculture with 
the land’s capability to sustain itself. While working there he 
also became more involved in wildlife management and from 
those experiences he eventually wrote the first American text on 
The Leopold Center: ‘Thinking Like a Mountain’
Abrahamic concept of land. We abuse land because we regard it as 
a commodity belonging to us. When we see land as a community 
to which we belong we may begin to use it with love and respect. 
There is no other way for land to survive the impact of mech anized 
man, nor for us to reap from it the esthetic harvest it is capable, 
under science, of contributing to culture.”
We have a long way to go, don’t we? As I write this we are planting fence row to fence row and drainage ditch to drainage ditch (except where the government pays 
us handsomely not to). Twenty million acres of Iowa land are 
being blanketed with pes ticides and white “torpedoes” are rolling 
over the Iowa landscape injecting into its soil 300 million dollars 
worth of nitrogen, half of which will never enter a cornstalk and a 
large share of which will end up in our surface and groundwater. 
As we presently practice them, are these methods sustainable 
agriculture? Are they the result of a land ethic that views us as 
members of a biotic community?
We continue to destroy our streams, forests and wildlife habitat 
at an alarming rate. This year in the legislature we debated the 
merits of protect ing the remaining 26,000 acres of wetlands left in 
Iowa (out of the original four million). We could not pass the bill 
because certain special interest groups said that in so doing we are 
taking away the lan downer’s “rights” to do as he or she pleases with 
land and thus we were reducing the land “value.” Where are the 
rights of the land? What is the true value of the land?
The Leopold Center will support research to identify and help reduce negative impacts of agricultural practices. Perhaps someday it will, through its research and with the 
help of thou sands of Iowa’s concerned farmers, show us how to 
farm efficiently without destroying the land. At the same time, it 
can join hands with those farmers to enhance places for wildlife, 
forests, and yes, even marshes. Perhaps someday, with help from 
work done at the Leopold Center, we will value the land for its 
diversity and aesthetic qualities as much as we presently do our 
lawns and houses.
In Leopold’s essay “The Land Ethic” he says, “The key-log which 
must be moved to release the evolutionary process for an ethic 
is simply this: quit thinking about decent land-use as solely an 
economic problem. Examine each question in terms of what is 
ethically and esthetically right, as well as what is economically 
expedient. A thing is right when it tends to preserve the integrity, 
stability, and beauty of the biotic community. It is wrong when it 
tends otherwise.”
Dr. Charles Benbrook, the director of the Agriculture Board of 
the National Academy of Sciences, recently stated that the Leopold 
Center may be the last great hope for our land grant colleges to 
regain a constructive role in helping farmers practice and profit 
from resource stewardship. I believe the Leopold Center is the 
heart and soul of our 1987 Groundwater Protection Act. Its future 
now rests with President Gordon Eaton and ISU. They can ignore 
it or they can nurture it into a research con science for American 
agriculture.
Aldo Leopold was an Iowan. As we bring back his name 100 
years after his birth I hope we will bring home his philosophy as 
well. Where else but in the heartland should a true land ethic take 
root? The need has never been greater. Even on the prairie we must 
learn to “think like a mountain.” When we do, our Groundwater 
Protection Act will have accomplished its goal.
Director’s note: In anticipation of the Leopold Center’s 30th anniversary, I recalled a “pearl” of 
wisdom, written by former state Representative Paul Johnson in 1988.  His thoughts, reprinted here 
from the Des Moines Register, are captured just a year after the establishment of the Leopold 
Center in 1987. Johnson is an author of the Iowa Groundwater Protection Act and creative mind 
behind the Leopold Center. The article serves as a preview for next year’s guest essayists.
Center marks 30 years in 2017
Next year is the 30th anniversary of the Iowa Groundwater Protection Act that 
established the Leopold Center for Sustainable Agriculture. 
The Center will commemorate this three-decade mark quietly with homage to the past 
and thoughtful consideration of the future.
Pearls are the traditional gift representing a 30-year wedding anniversary.  In keeping 
with tradition, several guest writers will share their “pearls” of wisdom on the Center’s past 
accomplishments and their visions for the future, beginning with the Spring 2017 issue.
Watch this publication, our website and Facebook for announcements on other 
observances throughout 2017. FOR SUSTAINABLE AGRICULTURE
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Facebook reportCenter receives 
international visitors
The Leopold Center entertained several international visitors recently, each seeking information 
about sustainable agriculture. 
In July, Nick Prince spent four days 
in Ames, as part of a study tour of the 
United States. Prince is a lecturer in 
rural business and agriculture and the 
coordinator for the master’s rural business 
management program at Scotland’s Rural 
College (SRUC), Aberdeen, Scotland. 
Initiative leader Malcolm Robertson served 
as his host. Prince was researching how 
agriculture education is delivered in the 
United States and what methods could be 
incorporated into the Scottish education 
system. He also visited Minnesota and 
Nebraska. 
French journalist Helene Sauvage met 
with Robertson during her September 
U.S. visit, learning of the Leopold Center 
through the Iowa International Center. One 
of the top agricultural reporters in France, 
Sauvage was researching how alternative 
energy and sustainable water practices are 
enhancing agricultural production.
The Iowa International Center partners 
with local government, citizens, and 
organizations such as the Leopold Center, 
to promote mutual understanding between 
Iowans and visitors from all over the world 
with professional counterparts in the 
United States.
Neil Chesterton met with Center 
Director Mark Rasmussen in September. 
Chesterton is a widely-known veterinarian 
in his native New Zealand, specializing 
in dairy cattle. The two discussed dairy 
sustainability, lameness in dairy cattle and 
other cattle diseases. In New Zealand, the 
bovine digital dermatitis (BDD) disease 
is on the rise. Chesterton was in Ames to 
learn as well as share his knowledge with 
the ISU Veterinary College and the USDA-
National Animal Disease Center.
Marianna Lentzell visited with Mark 
Rasmussen in October. The London-
based journalist was conducting research 
for a book on water, climate change, and 
agriculture, to be published in 2017. 
She also visited several Iowa farms and the 
Des Moines Water Works. She was seeking 
Rasmussen’s views on the implications of 
water quality in Iowa as well as the future 
of farming. 
35-44
Speaking 8 languages
USEFUL RESOURCES (continued from page 1)
A field day, hosted by the Southfork Watershed Alliance, was held on Oct. 29 
near Alden in Hardin County. Attendees learned of several practices that 
farmers and landowners are implementing to improve water quality including 
blind inlets, filter socks and buffer strips. The field day is an outcome of a LCSA 
research project conducted by Martin Shipitalo and Mark Tomer with the 
National Laboratory for Agriculture and the Environment, Ames.
On the Web
Completed grant reports 
are located at the 
ISU Digital Repository:
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold/
Find these horticulture 
publications at the 
ISU Extension Store:
https://store.extension.iastate.
edu/Product/Commercial-
Production-of-Pak-Choi
https://store.extension.iastate.
edu/Product/Micronutrient-
Publication-for-Vegetable-
Growers
less than 50 feet deep. The project was a 
combined effort of Dordt College, the Sioux 
Center utilities engineer, area NRCS and 
DNR staff, and a Sioux County farmer.
The fact sheet Soil Nitrate, Cropping 
Systems and Economics reports on the 
research project and can be found on the 
Dordt College website: 
http://digitalcollections.dordt.edu/
faculty_work/524/
The fact sheet and the grant report are 
housed at the ISU Digital Repository: 
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_
grantreports/496/
A brochure, The importance of carbon 
storage for plant and soil health, is based on 
research by Kristen Hofmockel and former 
ISU graduate student Elizabeth Bach. 
Hofmockel is an affiliate associate professor 
in the Ecology, Evolution and Organismal 
Biology department at ISU. Bach is now 
the executive director of the Global Soil 
Biodiversity Initiative at the School of 
Global Environmental Sustainability at 
Colorado State University.
The research project they conducted, 
“Understanding microbial contributions 
to soil aggregation and organic matter 
accumulation,” looked at the rates at 
which soil fungal communities affected soil 
structure, fertility and long-term carbon 
storage in three systems: continuous corn, 
prairie, and fertilized prairie.
The brochure is available for download, 
along with the final reports, at the Digital 
Repository.
http://lib.dr.iastate.edu/leopold_
grantreports/501/
Field day
Sharing outcomes from research projects 
isn’t limited to publications. In the case 
of the research grant “Quantifying the 
effects of alternative surface inlet protection 
strategies on water quality,” project 
investigator Martin Shipitalo worked 
with the Southfork Watershed Alliance 
(SFWA). The SFWA consists of numerous 
stakeholders who live and work near the 
South Fork of the Iowa River. The group is 
making progress toward improved nutrient 
and pasture management, and development 
of buffer and riparian strips along the river 
in the watershed.
The SFWA hosted a Field Tile Inlet Day 
on Oct. 29 at the Royle Duncan farm, near 
Alden. Attendees learned about the three-
part nutrient reduction strategy that the 
Alliance has implemented. The strategy 
includes the proper use of blind inlets, filter 
socks and buffer strips to reduce nutrient 
and sediment loss from farm fields. 
Blind inlets are structures placed at 
the lowest point of farmed depressions, 
or potholes, to minimize the amount of 
sediment and other potential contaminants 
that would be transported with water to 
receiving ditches or streams.
Shipitalo is a researcher with the USDA- 
National Laboratory for Agriculture and 
the Environment. He and Adam Kiel of the 
Iowa Soybean Association, spoke at the 
field day.
For more information about the 
Southfork Watershed Alliance and their 
conservation efforts, visit their website: 
southforkwatershed.org. 
The completed grant report is in the 
Digital Repository: http://lib.dr.iastate.
edu/leopold_grantreports/478/
Other publications
Two publications available from the ISU 
Extension Store were prepared by Ajay 
Nair, ISU assistant professor of horticulture. 
The guide Commercial Production of Pak 
Choi was released in June. Nair worked 
with graduate student Laura Irish on 
this informative guide, which contains 
information on Pak Choi varieties, seeding 
tips, fertilization requirements and more.
Nair also updated a publication that was 
initially released in 2009, Suggested Soil 
Micronutrient levels and sampling procedures 
for vegetable crops. The original guide was 
written by Henry G. Taber, ISU emeritus 
professor of horticulture. 
The Leopold Center has supported Nair 
in his academic, research and Extension 
appointments, and also has supported 
publication of these resources.
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On the Web: 
www.extension.iastate.edu/localfoods/Local oods
                 By LEIGH ADCOCK, communications specialist, Local Foods Team
It’s uncommon to see cows, pigs or goats in the middle of a city, but at Old MacDonald’s Farm in Cedar Rapids, 
that’s exactly what visitors can expect to 
find. Once a county zoo, Old MacDonald’s 
Farm is now a venue where visitors can get 
up close with farm animals.
Iowa State University Extension and 
Outreach staff worked with the Cedar 
Rapids Parks Department, which manages 
the farm, to create an interactive scavenger 
hunt for a summer “County Fair” event.
Liz Hansen, an ISU senior dietetics major, 
Residents of Pleasant Hill, a Polk County community of 9,000, will soon have access to an online ordering system for local foods. The city is partnering with the Iowa 
Food Cooperative on a two-month pilot project to gauge the 
community’s interest in purchasing Iowa-grown food products.
“This is one of our quickest successes as part of the agricultural 
urbanism process, and showcases the opportunities of building 
relationships across sectors,” said Courtney Long, program 
coordinator with Iowa State University Extension and Outreach. 
“Pleasant Hill will have an opportunity to offer local products to 
residents, in which many of them have expressed interest, while 
also helping the Iowa Food Cooperative test out a new distribution 
location, which supports numerous farmers across Iowa.” 
Residents, employees, and organizations in Pleasant Hill can 
order local products from Iowa farmers and artisans through 
the online farmers market. Orders are picked up biweekly at the 
Pleasant Hill Public Library. The first shopping cart opened on 
Nov. 26 for pick-up on Dec. 8. Customers can place orders online 
at: iowafood.coop. 
Pleasant Hill is working with ISU as an Ag Urbanism Toolkit 
community. Through a competitive application process, the city 
was chosen to work with the ISU Local Foods and Community 
Economic Development programs to design a food system for the 
community that incorporates its goals and values. The Iowa Food 
Cooperative pilot project was identified as a quick-win opportunity 
New survey 
development tool 
for local food 
practitioners
Local foods professionals focus on 
diversity at fall RFSWG meeting
Fifty-five local foods professionals from around Iowa recently gathered at the Iowa Arboretum near Madrid for the fall quarterly meeting of the Regional Food Systems Working Group (RFSWG). The theme was “Creating a 
Welcoming Culture in Iowa’s Local Foods System.” 
The morning speakers from Lutheran Services of Iowa’s Global Greens program  
were refugee farmers Mariselina and Simon Bucumi (Burundi), refugee specialist 
Tika Bhandari (Bhutan), and LSI staff members Hilary Burbank and Jess Soulis. The 
staff members gave an overview of the refugee farmer program, and the farmers 
followed with their stories of how this program has supported them since arriving in 
Des Moines. 
Later in the morning, Local Foods Program staff member Alice Topaloff shared 
an update about the prison garden project she coordinates at the Iowa Women’s 
Correctional Institution in Mitchellville. At the prison, Topaloff meets weekly with a 
group of 10 offenders who make up the gardening crew. They raise vegetables for the 
prison kitchen and for donation to local food pantries. Also, Topaloff is helping women 
who are interested in continuing to work in agriculture once they re-enter 
their communities. 
Aryn McLaren, with Iowa’s Healthiest State Initiative, shared information on the 
Double Up Food Bucks incentive program for low-income Iowans who buy fruits and 
vegetables at participating farmers markets using their SNAP EBT cards. The program 
provides up to $10 per visit in federal matching dollars. Currently the project is 
being piloted in six Iowa 
counties (which ranks 
50th in the nation in 
consumption of fruits and 
vegetables). 
The final speaker was 
Jennifer Sherer, director 
of the University of 
Iowa Labor Center. She 
provided history and 
examples of the patterns 
of injustice experienced 
by people working in the 
food industry, and shared 
instances of the Center’s 
work to help those who 
have been treated unjustly 
to fight back and work 
toward a resolution.
A growing number of individuals and organizations across Iowa are working hard to meet the increased 
consumer demand for healthy, locally 
produced foods. But how do these groups 
know whether the projects and programs 
are accomplishing their goals? A new tool 
developed by the Iowa State University 
Extension and Outreach Local Foods 
Program can help.
Over the years, the Leopold Center, 
and later the Local Foods Program with 
Extension and Outreach evaluators have 
received countless requests for evaluating 
impact, most recently on policy and 
systems change. In response, Local Foods 
Program evaluators Corry Bregendahl,  
Arlene Enderton, and Alice Topaloff have 
developed Question Keeper, an online tool 
that allows users to quickly sort through 
a large database of field-tested survey 
questions to build their own questionnaires 
and other evaluation tools. This tool is 
available for free during its first year of 
implementation.
“The overall purpose is to enable 
everyone working in the area of food 
systems do their own evaluation,” Enderton 
said. “Users are free to modify the tools they 
generate in Question Keeper to match their 
own situation.” The surveys and questions 
were developed by Local Foods Program 
staff and partners.
Email questions about this tool to: 
questionkeeper@iastate.edu.
Refugee farmers raise food for a CSA in Des Moines 
with the help of Lutheran Services of Iowa’s Global 
Greens program. Several refugees spoke to attendees 
at the fall meeting of the Regional Food Systems 
Working Group.
Pleasant Hill residents partner with coop for increased 
access to local foods
3rd annual Local Food Cycle
Riders enjoy sweet corn at Wilber’s Produce farm, rural 
Boone, on the third annual Local Food Cycle held Sept. 18. The 
85 cyclists visited 10 farms and farm businesses over the course 
of 45 miles through Boone and Story counties. On a post-event 
survey, 77 percent of respondents said they were more likely 
to purchase local food after participating in the event. Prairie 
Rivers Resource Conservation and Development, ISU Local 
Foods Program, Ames Convention and Visitors Bureau, and the 
Leopold Center sponsored the bike ride.
Rachael Owens, baker from Sweet to Eat Bakery and Cake 
Shop in Ankeny, drops off the bakery’s order at the Iowa 
Food Coop aggregation site in Des Moines. 
Iowa Food Coop photo.
ISU intern designs scavenger hunt for urban farm
interned at the farm last summer. Hansen, 
along with Courtney Long, program 
coordinator with the Local Foods Program, 
and Ann Torbert, 4-H youth program 
specialist, designed the scavenger hunt and 
information booth for the event.
“We created a handout for the scavenger 
hunt so visitors could explore the farm and 
learn about healthy living along the way,” 
said Hansen. 
At each of the scavenger hunt stations, 
kids answered questions about the farm’s 
history or an aspect of healthy living. Kids 
in age brackets grades K–4 and 5–12 tried 
out yoga, tasted a healthy summer snack, 
and took home some relaxation tips. At the 
end of the hunt, each participant received 
a prize donated from the University of 
Northern Iowa, University of Iowa, or ISU.
“We were surprised by how many kids 
completed their scavenger hunts,” said 
Hansen. “By the end of the day, we had 
distributed more than 500 handouts and we 
were completely out of prizes.” 
for collaboration between organizations. Throughout the rest of the 
year, there will be opportunities for Pleasant Hill residents to give 
feedback about additional projects and programs residents would 
like to see. 
If the pilot program is successful, Pleasant Hill could be an 
additional permanent distribution site for the coop, which has 
offered its customers biweekly delivery of local products ordered 
online since its inception in 2008. Today, nearly 70 producers 
are approved to sell hundreds of products through the coop, 
which delivers orders to nearly 1,000 customers, mainly in the 
Des Moines metro area. Pleasant Hill would become the seventh 
distribution site outside of metropolitan Des Moines. 
For more information about the program, including ordering, 
delivery dates, and available products, visit: pleasanthilliowa.org/
iowafood.coop.
To learn more about the Ag Urbanism Toolkit program, visit: 
http://www.extension.iastate.edu/localfoods, or email Courtney 
Long at: court7@iastate.edu.
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More events on the website: 
www.leopold.iastate.edu/
events/list
Jan. 19-20 
Iowa Forage and Grasslands conference
ISU Alumni Center, Ames
Go to the Iowa Forage and Grasslands Council website for 
details on the conference: http://iowaforage.org/2016/11/2017-
ifgc-conference/.  The Leopold Center is a sponsor for this event 
through our Competitive Educational Support Program (CESP). 
Jan. 20-21 
Practical Farmers of Iowa annual conference
Scheman Building at Iowa State Center, Ames
For conference details and registration information visit their 
website: http://www.practicalfarmers.org/news-events/events/
annual-conference/. The Leopold Center is a sponsor for this event 
through CESP.
Jan. 25-26 
Northeast Iowa Woodland Owners Workshop
Edgewood Locker Event Center, Edgewood
http://www.surveygizmo.com/s3/3093528/Registration
Jan. 26-27 
Iowa Fruit and Vegetable Growers Association 
conference
FFA Enrichment Center, DMACC, Ankeny
Watch their website for details: www.ifvga.org
Feb. 16-17
Soil Health Conference
Scheman Building at Iowa State Center, Ames
The Leopold Center is a supporter of this conference. 
Registration information is at: register.extension.iastate.edu/
soilhealth/registration.
Feb. 23-25
Midwest Organic Sustainable Education Service 
(MOSES) conference
La Crosse, Wisconsin
Visit the website for details and to register: 
https://mosesorganic.org/conference/
Learn how to get funding support for Iowa events: www.leopold.iastate.edu/grants/education
